LIFE   ON   THE   MISSISSIPPI
small enterprise of" learning " twelve or thirteen
hundred miles of the Mississippi River' with
easy confidence, and records how he felt dis-
illusioned, appalled and hopeless to find that
he must know the river not only by day but
in total darkness, not only upwards but down-
wards, not only at high water but at any
water; must learn to follow all the shifts of
sand-bars and snags, and that, too, at a day
when the Mississippi bore neither buoys nor
lights to indicate its tortuous channels. J If my
ears hear aright,' he reflected, in the course of
his early instruction, ' I have not only to get
the names of all the towns and islands and
bends, but I must get up a warm personal
acquaintance with every old snag and one-
limbed cotton-wood and obscure wood-pile
that ornaments the banks of this river for
twelve hundred miles !'
What is more, he did it. Within eighteen
months he got his licence; before the job
ended (with the Civil War) he was second to
few on the river. His knowledge of the great
river and his abiding feeling for it became
part of his life and the inspiration, as in the
pages of Huckleberry Finn, of the finest of his
work.
From his Mississippi days Samuel Clemens
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